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Prayer: God,…we believe that all our sins of yesterday are covered by thy mercy; grant us therefore grace and courage to give and to receive the forgiveness which alone can heal today’s wounds. Draw us, O Lord, towards loving kindness and guide us into the way of peace. Amen.
(from Oxford Book of Prayer)
"How often are we to forgive? Seven times seventy." "Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors." "Forgive one another as God in Christ has forgiven you." (Ephesians 4:32)
Forgiveness is at the heart of Christian faith. But it may be the one act of faith that trips us up the most. Forgiveness seems to be rare; it may even be an endangered species. There’s also a range of forgiveness. It’s one thing to forgive someone for unkind or untrue words said in anger; here we might slough it off by saying "let bygones be bygones." But it’s another thing to forgive the perpetrators of terrible violence and death done against a loved one— or against thousands of loved ones on September 11. 
When the driver crosses the median and slams into the car driven by your son or daughter, or grandson or granddaughter, what do you say? I read recently about an accident where an older woman was driving a car and bumped a teen-aged girl walking with a group of friends. The girl was knocked to the sidewalk, but was only shaken up. She had no broken bones or other injuries. 
Police officers came and interrogated the driver, and the shaken teen-ager asked someone to call her mother. When the mother arrived, the driver who hit the daughter came over and said, "I am so sorry. I didn’t see you. Honest to God, I didn’t see you. Please forgive me." At this point the mother looked up, pointed a finger in the woman’s face and said, "Our lawyer will be in touch." (from Thomas Long, The Living Pulpit, April-June 1994) 
Anger in the heat of the moment is understandable. But what can help us move beyond resentment and revenge? When someone has abused you, slandered you, done wrong to you, how do you ever forgive? As Tom Ehrich said in his news column yesterday, how can nations learn to forgive other nations?
We are often in a battle with our human emotions—anger, resentment, rage. But part of living in a civilized society is to learn to control and restrain our animal nature. We all make choices, and those choices determine our character. We can choose revenge and violence, or we can choose to deal with our emotions in a different way. We may scream and yell and sob and sniffle; but we can decide to restrain the impulse to inflict more violence. As someone said, when you live by an eye for an eye, we both go blind.
How do we ever forgive? During this September 11 anniversary week, we all may have suffered from grief overload and "bereavement fatigue." Among the countless stories we heard or read this week, there was one in the Durham Herald Sun about a woman whose brother was killed at the World Trade Center. She said, "There isn’t a day I don’t cry." And she added, "But I am a deeply religious person….I want to say I forgive, but it’s up close and personal. Yet, as a Christian, I crave the ability to forgive. I’m working on that." (from Marcia Nelson Wilson, Durham Herald Sun, September 10, 2002)
On our best days we all want to forgive, but anger, resentment and revenge keep getting in the way.
"I crave the ability to forgive." At various times we all crave that ability. But where do we get the ability to forgive? We don’t forgive by our own effort and hard work. We cannot forgive instantly; it’s a process that takes time. 
We are able to forgive because we have been forgiven. It’s a great gift. "Forgive one another, as God has forgiven you." It is God’s forgiveness that makes our forgiving possible. That’s why each Sunday from this pulpit we hear again God’s forgiveness. "My sisters and brothers in the name of Jesus Christ, our sins are forgiven." We are forgiven into this fellowship. God’s forgiveness then makes our forgiveness possible. That’s why we can say: It makes no sense to go around unforgiven or unforgiving.
On September 11 at the citywide interfaith service at First Presbyterian Church, Susan Pate Greenwood led a time with the children. As the children sat before her on the sanctuary floor, she asked how they felt about the Sept. 11 tragedy. One said "Sad," and another said "angry." Another said, "Scared." She then asked them to act out, in their bodies how they expressed being afraid. Most tightened their bodies in a crouching position and shielded their body with clinched fists.
Then she asked, "What’s the opposite of being afraid? How do you show that with your body?" Instantly several of the children stretched out their arms as wide as they could reach. And Susan asked them, "What made the difference? Why were you able to change from being tight and crouched to being wide open? One of the children said, "God."
And Susan then drew on newsprint a large circle to represent God, that God’s love is unending. It never ceases. And she began to write the names of each child inside the circle. This circle, she said, represents God’s hand. God, she said, carries the name of each of us in God’s hand.
It is God who makes openness possible. It is God who makes forgiveness possible.
Some years ago Marietta Jaeger stood in this pulpit and told the story of her 8-year old daughter having been kidnapped in the middle of the night from a tent where she was sleeping on a family camping trip. She was then murdered. Marietta told her story of the anger and rage she felt. She said, "I was so angry that I could have choked him." Over a period of time she began to search for the man. Some said he would surely receive the death penalty. He was located, arrested, and put in jail. In the middle of this ordeal, Marietta said, "I came to believe that he should not receive the death penalty, that his death would not bring my daughter back and would not honor her memory. It would only make my sadness greater." Gradually, her anger dissipated. She said, "God did it. God changed my heart."
We don’t forgive by our own effort. We forgive because God loves us and forgives us, and that love opens us up even to those who have wronged us.
In the Bible it is not "forgive and forget." It’s "forgive and remember." To forgive is to remember it all and still to forgive—to know every broken place, to feel every outrage brought on by another’s action. To forgive is to know all this, to remember all this, and to limp away from the pain they caused, and then to count it as nothing. (from Tom Long, The Living Pulpit, April-June 1994, p. 7)
We can’t do that by ourselves. It is only by God’s grace, God’s free, undeserved grace.
Jesus said to Peter. "Forgive seventy times seven." Forgive over and over. It sounds like an impossible command. But when we are commanded to do it, we are also given the gift of grace that makes it possible. That goes for individuals and for our nation as well.
Thanks be to God for this great gift. Amen.

©2006, Watts Street Baptist Church

